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ABSTRACT 



Vermont's Equal Educational Opportunity Act of 1997, Act 60, 
was designed to rectify educational inequities cited in the State Supreme 
Court ruling that the state's foundation formula was unconstitutional. This 
study examines the degree to which Act 60 has improved inequitable conditions 
in the three main areas cited in the court decision. Findings were that: (1) 

student resource equity has significantly improved, and financial resources 
spent on Vermont students no longer correlate to towns' property wealth; (2) 
tax burden equity has also improved significantly with the lowest-income 
households now paying the lowest percentage of income for school tax; and (3) 
academic achievement is still related to community wealth and spending per 
pupil, but student achievement in all categories of property wealth and 
spending has improved over the last 3 years, and the achievement gaps between 
the highest and the lowest property-wealth and spending categories have 
decreased over the past 3 years. Act 60 is performing according to the 
requirements of the court. Inequities are diminishing, but local control has 
not been abandoned. Tax burdens are more appropriately related to income. 

More children are performing better on statewide assessments . Seven 
appendices describe the Rural School and Community Trust, research methods, 
caveats when analyzing academic achievement, recommendations for future 
studies, definitions of variables used, contact information, and 
acknowledgements. (TD) 
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A Reasonably Equal Share: 

Educational Equity in Vermont 
A Status Report- Year 2000-2001 

A Research Report by the Rural School and Community Trust 

SUMMARY 

Vermont's Equal Educational Opportunity Act of 1997, Act 60, was designed to rectify educational inequities 
that were the basis of the Supreme Court ruling (the Brigham decision) that declared the state's foundation 
formula unconstitutional. This study examines the degree to which Act 60 has improved inequitable conditions 
from previous years and the degree to which inequities still remain. It uses statewide data to investigate the 
three main equity goals of Act 60 and the Brigham decision: Student Resource Equity, Tax Burden Equity and 
Academic Achievement Equity. 

The results of this analysis show that: 

Act 60 funding mechanisms have made significant gains in increasing Student Resource 
Equity. The amount of financial resources spent on students in Vermont is no longer correlated to towns' 
property wealth at a statistically significant level. (See graphs on page 6.) 

Act 60 has significantly improved Tax Burden Equity in terms of the percent of household 
income needed to pay for education of local students. Prior to Act 60, the poorest families tended to pay the 
highest percent of their income for school taxes. This relationship is no longer true. The lowest income 
households now pay the least percent of their income for school tax. (See graphs on page 9.) 

With respect to equity in academic achievement, the study reveals the following: 

Inequities still exist in academic achievement. Academic achievement is still 
significantly related to the wealth of the community. Students residing in property 
wealthy towns do better academically, than those residing in poor communities. 

Academic achievement is still significantly related to spending per pupil. Students residing in 
towns that spend more per pupil tend to do better academically. 

Student achievement in all categories of property wealth and in all categories of spending has 
improved over the past three years. More students are meeting or exceeding standards across all levels of 
spending and in all levels of property wealth, compared to three years ago. (See graphs on pages 12 and 13.) 

The student academic achievement gap between the highest and the lowest property wealth 
categories has decreased over the past three years. Similarly, the gap in achievement between the highest 
and lowest spending towns has also decreased over the past three years. Thus there is some indication that 
Act 60 has enabled poorer towns to invest more for education— and that this provision of equal educational 
opportunity is beginning to positively impact student achievement. 

We conclude that Act 60 is performing according to the requirements of the court and the intent of the 
legislature. We have found that inequities are diminishing, but local control has not been abandoned. Tax 
burdens are more appropriately related to income. More children are performing better on statewide 
assessments. Thus, we believe that Vermont is on the right course in the way it funds its schools. 
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A Research Report by the Rural School and Community Trust 

"To keep a democracy competitive and thriving, students must be afforded equal access to all that 
our educational system has to offer. In the funding of what our Constitution places at the core of a 
successful democracy, the children of Vermont are entitled to a reasonably equal share. " 1 

L Introduction 

Across the country, state governments continue the struggle to develop equitable, affordable and 
politically sustainable mechanisms for financing public schools. Achieving equity in funding has 
proven especially challenging. This seemingly simple task has consumed enormous legislative, 
judicial and political energy. In the past decade, for example, supreme courts in 21 states have ruled 
on the constitutionality of their financing laws. 2 In spite of litigation and continued public pressure, 
no state has yet found the perfect solution to the dilemma of equitable educational financing. Many 
states have, however, produced significant new funding systems designed to improve educational 
equity. Vermont is one of these states. 

The Equal Educational Opportunity Act of 1997 (EEOA), commonly known as Act 60, was passed 
as a response to the Vermont Supreme Court ruling that the state's foundation formula was 
unconstitutional. In this decision, known as the Brigham decision, the court found that the prior 
"system for funding public education in Vermont, with its substantial dependence on local property 
taxes and resultant wide disparities in revenues available to local school districts, deprive [d] 
children of an equal educational opportunity in violation of the Vermont Constitution . " 3 

Act 60 has attracted state and national attention because of its highly publicized opposition. The 
funding component has especially gained attention because of some of its more unique provisions-- 
specifically the sharing provision and income sensitivity. The sharing, or "recapture," provision 
requires property-wealthy towns (often called "gold towns") to contribute to a state educational 
fund that helps support education in poorer communities. 4 This provision essentially equalizes the 
tax yield for any given tax rate. It has resulted in dramatically higher taxes for some communities 
that previously enjoyed much lower tax rates. This change has triggered community protests in 
several areas of the state and spawned intense political efforts to repeal Act 60 or at least eliminate 
the sharing provision. 



1 P. 22, Brigham v. State of Vermont, No. 96-502 (VT filed Feb. 5, 1997) 

2 Verstegen, D. A. (1999). The Impact of School Finance Litigation on Rural and Small Schools/Districts . (Available 
from Rural School & Community Trust, P.O. Box 68, Randolph, VT 05060) 

3 P. 1, Brigham v. State of Vermont, No. 96-502 (VT filed Feb. 5, 1997) 

4 Picus, L. O. (1998). Rethinking equity-there are alternatives. School Business Affairs. 64 (4), 3-8. 



The most recent election (November 2000) sparked another fierce public debate about Act 60. Pre- 
election claims about the successes or failures of the act were plentiful. Some reports suggested the 
legislation has failed to meet its promises; other reports indicated it has been successful. 

Given the contradictory nature of the claims and the vital importance for all students in Vermont to 
have access to a quality education, the Rural School and Community Trust (the Rural Trust) 
sponsored this research study of Act 60. The Rural Trust is a national nonprofit, non-partisan 
educational organization 5 with an interest in a broad range of educational policy issues. 

This research effort has several goals. We wanted to take a careful, non-partisan look at the 
available information and begin to assess the impact of Act 60 on three facets of equity. We also 
wanted to inform citizens and policy-makers about the relative success or failure of Act 60 using 
the most current accurate data and a rigorous statistical analysis. 

Though this research does in a sense evaluate Act 60, it should be noted that the Rural Trust is not 
interested in promoting any specific legislation. We do advocate, however, for educational equity, 
since we believe it is one of the fundamental pillars of a democratic society. 

The following section of this report describes the equity goals embedded within the Brigham 
decision and Act 60. These goals became the focus of our research efforts. The next section 
discusses the specific research questions asked for each goal, the indicators used and the results of 
the analysis. More detailed information is presented in the Appendices. 6 



5 More information about the Rural Trust is included in Appendix A. 

6 A list of the Appendices is contained on page 15. 



